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Book Reviews and Commentary 


EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION: TERRORISM 


The old parable of the glass being half-empty or half-full comes to mind when 
one contrasts the current psychoanalytic fervor towards understanding 
terrorism (Covington et al., 2002; Coates et al, 2003; Tylim, 2003; Varvin and 
Volkan, 2003) with the profession’s silence on the Serbian massacres, the 
Rwandan genocide, the American pillage of Iraq, and the ongoing bloodshed in 
Sudan. Cynics amongst us will discern patterns of sinister provincialism and 
prejudice here. Optimists will celebrate that at least some new knowledge is 
being created in the realm of applied psychoanalysis. The realist, ensconced in 
Klein’s (1937) “depressive position” will see both viewpoints, bear the pain, 
and, like Sisyphus, maintain hope and go on with well-intentioned praxis. 

It is with tempered optimism and humility, therefore, that we offer the 
review of two books on terrorism here. The considerable difficulties in defining 
the term “terrorism” (Akhtar, 1999) notwithstanding, the fact is that the world 
has undergone a major transformation in the face of the activities of the Irish 
Republican Army in England and Ireland, the Shining Path Guerillas in Peru, 
the Tamil Liberation Tigers in Sri Lanka and southern parts of India, and, most 
recently, the devastating rise of Al-Q’aeda throughout the Islamic world. No 
place is safe any more. Annihilation anxiety is rampant and paranoia is 
widespread. As more and more religious and political fuel is poured on these 
diabolical fires, a hopeless dialectics of “war against terrorism” sets in. Violence 
begets violence and the cycle goes on. 

The books under review here address all this and more. The first book is 
September 11: Trauma and Human Bonds, edited by Susan Coates and 
colleagues, and is reviewed by the Los Angeles-based psychoanalyst, Sharon 
Zalusky. The second, a product of the International Psychoanalytic 
Association’s Working Group on Terror and Terrorism, is titled Violence or 
Dialogue? Psychoanalytic Insights and Terror and Terrorism. It is edited by Sverre 
Varvin and Vamik Volkan, renowned psychoanalysts with enormous 
experience in the field of group trauma and inter-ethnic conflict. This book is 
reviewed by Ira Brenner, who has made distinguished contributions 
(Kestenberg and Brenner, 1996; Brenner, 2001, 2004) to Holocaust studies, 
dissociative disorders, and psychological trauma in general. 
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Together these reviews elucidate the complexities in the realm of politi- 
cally motivated violence. They highlight the effects of social labeling, 
invalidation of causes not congenial to one’s self, the breakdown of “average 
expectable environment” (Hartmann, 1939), dehumanization of self and 
others, transgenerational transmission of group trauma, the role of history as 
well as that of purposeful distortion of history, charismatic leadership, media 
participation, and large group dynamics. Besides such etiological factors, these 
books also contain ideas about reduction of inter-ethnic tensions via track II 
diplomacy and social interventions of diverse types. A deep and humbling 
encounter with various phenomena associated with terrorism and its potential 
amelioration thus results. For this, we are grateful not only to the authors and 
contributors to these important books but also to their astute and keen-eyed 
reviewers. 
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